Abstract
Introduction: superstition in different cultures
The will to comprehend and discover the world, in order to know and control it, is the foundation of the epistemology and cosmology of the primitives. However the knowledge and understanding of humankind was bound to time and place and also was influenced with their individual and collective experience. Therefore in different societies and cultures there has been a similar intention to understand the world, however, along the history of human kind the answers to the very same question were of different and varied nature.
Superstitions as a social construction just like the other concepts, no matter either in its evidence or its meaning sphere could differ from culture to culture. Consequently defining the term 'superstition' if not impossible is a challenging wish to fulfill. Another difficulty of defining superstition originates from its overlap with the other domains of knowledge such as religion and science. Hence, numerous definitions are found for the entry of superstition in dictionaries, accordingly this plurality could be an indication of different comprehensions of the concept namely superstition.
Etymologically the term superstition has been related to supernatural (Becker, 1975) . Oxford dictionary defines superstition as "excessively credulous belief in and reverence for the supernatural" and " a widely held but irrational belief in supernatural influences, especially as leading to good or bad luck, or a practice based on such a belief" (Oxford Dictionary, 2012) . According to this definition, superstition works beyond the boundaries of causal relations and physical world.
Webster's Third new international dictionary-unabridged (1986) defines superstition as follows:
"a belief or practice resulting from ignorance, fear of the unknown, trust in magic or chance, or a false conception of causation; an irrational abject attitude of mind toward the supernatural, nature, or God resulting from superstition; a notion maintained despite evidence to the contrary"(pp. 2296).
In encyclopedia of Britannica (2008) , the entry of superstition is defined as: As clarified by definitions provided in English dictionaries and encyclopedias superstition is defined with the help of the terms: "irrational", "non-scientific", "fear", "ambiguity", and "ignorance" etc, thus introducing superstition as a wrong belief and knowledge.
In Arabic dictionaries, superstition is defined as follows: "an appealing and fabricated word" (Kitab al-Ayn, 1988, vol.4: 252) , "invalid word" (Aqrab al-mawarid, 1992, vol.1: 268) , "made up words and falsehood for gatherings" (Taj Al 'Arus, Vol. 12: 162), and "myth and spurious tale or irrational beliefs and activities" (Majma' Al-Bahrain, 2001 ). Persian dictionaries define superstition as an invalid absurd narration, falsehood, myth and legend (Amid, 2010: 478; Moein, 1999 Moein, : 1409 . Thus, as it is clear in non-western dictionaries either Arabic or Persian, superstition stands against "wisdom", "accuracy", and "reality".
Jahoda (1968) in his classification of superstitions differentiates between "causal superstitions" and "coincidental superstitions". Causal superstition is a part of a conscious belief in a relationship between two events. This kind of superstition is found in Skinner's experiment (1948) on pigeons; in the experiment, the pigeons believed that there was a relation between jerking their heads and food appearing. Coincidental superstitions enjoy of more ambiguity in causality correlation between a behavior and an outcome. Examples of this kind of superstition could be that of ancient Romans about the relation between natural phenomena and gods, or the reasons among different nations and cultures for the origins of natural disasters.
Prevalent culture, generally, affects the individual responses to environmental stimulus. Totality of culture, respectively, is influenced by environmental conditions, historical experiences, geographical location, kind and volume of cultural and commercial exchanges, technological advances, and the stage of industrial development to name some. In a country such as Iran, similarly, popular beliefs are in accordance with the other cultural beliefs and the structure of society, consequently superstitions are not exception to the rule.
The current research aims at finding, collecting and analyzing superstitions in Isfahan province in Iran. Further, it will be discussed that how the superstitions, found throughout the Isfahan province apart from their diversity and numerousness, are bound to the local and regional traits; also it will be discussed that how the individual appreciation of superstitious rituals have been changed under the processes of modernization and globalization.
In order to study superstitions one can apply scientific, philosophical, intra-religious, and conventional approaches. In scientific approach any belief which is not observable, experiential and experimental could be considered as superstition. In philosophic approach, rational and logical argumentation is the criterion for differentiation and discrimination between superstition and non-superstition; intra-religious approach considers the religious logic, prophet's attitudes, and elite clergies' opinions as the criterion for distinguishing between superstition and non-superstition. However, in conventional approach which is closer to the sociological and anthropological approach it is agreed that the difference between superstition and non-superstition is the conventional wisdom. Conventional approach, indeed, does not aim to apprehend and recognize the truth; rather it aims to examine the individual imagination and apprehension, existing social contracts among individuals and also to study what is named as superstition among people. Undoubtedly, common conception is changing over the time according to socio-economic changes, which could be a subject for sociological and anthropological studies. The main approach in the current study would be the conventional approach; and aims at studying the understanding of individuals of their own superstitious beliefs, that of their parents, and that of their residential sub-province.
Studying different cultures clarifies that superstition is a global issue not bound to a specific era and society. since superstition has its own functions in different societies, and human besides his/her rational aspect enjoy an irrational and emotional one, therefore the superstitious beliefs continue to exist in human societies. (Beck &Forstmeier, 2007 , Vyse, 1997 . Under the influence of enlightenment and secular movements in eighteenth and nineteenth centuries superstition was considered beside the religious beliefs. now the relationship between the superstition and religion is open to dispute (Rudski, 2004 , Jahoda, 1969 , Vyse, 1997 .
Secular superstitions are now under debate and most of popular beliefs are categorized under superstitions. (Torgler, 2007 , Weiner, 2008 .in the past the subjects of science and non-science were not understood as distinct knowledge systems. Believing in magic, astronomy, alchemy was not considered as superstitions and non-scientific subjects (Hansen, 1986 , Perkins, 1996 , Perkins, 2000 . it is only in modern era that knowledge systems are differentiated from each other, and under the influence of 19 th century Positivism what is not observable and experimental is considered beyond the boundaries of science and even sometimes are labeled as superstition. McCartney (1952) seeks the roots of superstition in the fears that human experience collectively or individually. the fear from the incomprehensible, inexplicable, unpredictable, and destructive natural forces representing themselves as superstitious beliefs and rituals. Recent studies prove that most of disappointing notions in folk culture are related to the outer threats. Individuals are stimulated to accept irrational and superstitious beliefs when they lose their sense of control over events and outcomes or even when the conditions grow dubious (Blum & Blum, 1974; Dunleavy, 1989; Gmelch & Felson, 1980; Case et al., 2004; Hunt & Short, 2006) . Applying all these superstitions individuals make their surrounding worlds more meaningful, predictable, and controllable (Case et al., 2004; Keinan, 1994) .
About the unstable and doubtful influence of outer impacts on the creation and spread of superstitious beliefs Malinowski's example (1948) is very noticeable. He observed that when Trobriand Islanders were going to fishing in open seas which contain danger and uncertainty used magic while when they were going to fishing in safe lagoons there were no trace of magic.
In most anthropological and sociological texts "magic" is considered as an equal to superstition. Magic, however, exists in all cultures and is related to uncertainties, instabilities, and threatening conditions directed into specific ritual practices (Douglas, 1966) .
Superstitious beliefs are the result of a particular attitude toward the relationship between human and existence which is sometimes mentioned as "magical thinking". According to this point of view mind can influence the physical world, and without any causal explanation affect the events (Pronin et. al., 2006) . This thinking manner results in superstitious rituals. People engaged in such rituals think that practicing some activities and behaviors cause a favorable outcome, although, they can never raise any causal relationship between them (Case et al., 2004; Vyse, 1997; Jarvis, 1980; Pronin et al, 2006; Womack, 1992; Becker, 1975; Campbell, 1996) .
Prior to modern age, magic was prevalent in societies compared to today, because the natural environment was such too threatening and mystical and the human knowledge about natural forces was so limited (Bauer, 1966) .
Through superstitious beliefs or magical rituals, individuals follow procedures that increase their sense of control over threat resources and decrease their experienced stress (Keinan, 1994: 8; Forst et al., 1993: 423) . This also may cause them illusion of control (Langer, 1975) . In such a situation, they come to believe that some of their behavior has given birth to a result which is not in their domain of control and acts (Rudski & Edwards, 2007; Rudski et al., 1999) From a specific perspective, superstition could be understood as a method of mental preparation (Becker, 1975; Jarvis, 1980; Neil, 1982; Womack, 1992) , which may cause the individual to have a false sense of having control over outer conditions and reduces his tensions and anxieties (Taylor, 1983) . Some researchers have mentioned the negative impacts of believing in superstitions on personal performance (Tobacyk & Shrader, 1991; Bleak & Fredrik, 1998) .
All in all, one can say that outer environmental conditions and existing security degree has a profound effect on the creation, diffusion, and duration of the superstitions. Superstitions are prevalent in conditions in which the uncertainty, lack of confidence, insecurity, fear and threat, stress and anxiety are in abundance. Yet, whenever the events are explicable and interpretable, environment is more transparent, and conditions are less ambiguous individual tend lesser towards the superstitious beliefs and explanations (Becker, 1975; Barsky et al. 2002; Hamerman, 2010: 8; Laurin et al., 2008; McGregor, 2006 a & b; McGregor, et al., 2001; McGregor, et al., 2008) .
It is worth mentioning that although superstitious beliefs are non-scientific, one may find in them an internal coherence, which gives them a pragmatic nature against milieu and outer conditions (Womack, 1992) . Most of superstitions are inclined towards problem solving, which may be because of human's need to understand the existence, nature, and outer forces. Superstitious beliefs are closely related to the other values and beliefs of every ethnic group and human community. A thorough analysis of superstitions clarifies their role in organizing social and individual life in any given society.
The question arising here is "which mechanisms cause the creation of the superstitious beliefs?". Some scholars mention to the mechanisms such as "synchronicity", "coincidence", and "contiguity" (Pronin, et al., 2006; Vyse, 1997; Bernardin, 2004; Langer & Roth, 1975) .
When a behavior or conduct is committed and after that, there happens a specific outcome, human mind is inclined toward relating them to each other and make an induction. This synchronicity gains importance for individuals when the outcome has fulfilled one of their specific needs or requirements. Repeating this synchronicity amplifies the belief, although one may not find any causal relationship between them. Understanding this synchronicity and coincidence between behavior and outcome usually requires a contiguity of space, place, and time.
Skinner (1948) in his well known experiment on pigeons and food, Wagner and Morris (1987) it their experiment on children and dulls, and Ono (1987) in his experiment on students and light signals, have tried to show how the synchronicity mechanism creates the superstitious beliefs.
Different variables affect tendency toward superstition. Related researches have indicated the effect of different variables on individuals' tendency toward accepting superstitious beliefs. Emme (1940) by reviewing the findings of previous studies came to this conclusion that, believing in superstitions decreases by the increasing of age and education, and according to his review women are more superstitious than men, his review is also proved by later studies (See Blum & Blum, 1974; Tobacyk & Milford, 1983; Zebb & Moor, 2003; Griffiths & Bingham, 2005; ) .
Regarding the education, Otis and Alcock (1982) have come to conclusion that by increasing the educational level the acceptance of superstition decreases and skepticism increases. Peltzer's study (2002) approves their study; additionally about the variable of age contrary to Emme's findings, Griffiths and Bingham's study (2005) has led to a different result in which the older a person grows the more superstitious he becomes.
Studies carried on the relationship between the religiosity and believing in superstitions has not led to unanimous findings. While Buhrman and Zaugg (1981) in their study have found a direct relationship between level of religiosity and believing in superstition, Bleak &Fredrieck (1998) have come to the end that there is no relationship between them. Another study carried on the same subject indicates that religious and non-religious people enjoy almost equal level of believing in superstitions, however religious people have more tendencies toward the metaphysical beliefs (Gallup & Newport, 1990 ).
Research Method
As mentioned before, the main goal of this study is to collect and analyze the superstitions available in Isfahan province, Iran. The best way to study superstitions and know the mentality of individuals is phenomenological and ethnographic interviews. While this method of studying is usually recommended for studies carried on limited samples and small groups, for the studies carried on large scale groups and collecting considerable amount of data it is recommended to use the survey method. Current study aims at studying the mentality of individuals and collecting data in a large quantity, so it enjoys both phenomenological method and survey (qualitative and quantitative methods) respectively. In order to fulfill this goal a survey with open questions was administered.
All residents of 15 years and above in Isfahan province were as the population for the current study. Regarding the population, Isfahan is the third populated province of Iran (Statistical Center of Iran, 2006) . The total sample size of the current study consists of 6192 individuals, selected based on three variables of age, sex, and residential area according to the multistage quota sampling in 25 sub-province and urban areas. Open questions of questionnaire were asked in face-to-face interviews. Every individual was asked to answer the questions after contemplating about his/ her superstitious beliefs and those of his/ her parents and residential sub-province as well. Mentioned cases were initially encoded then categorized and ultimately fed into SPSS-16 to be analyzed.
Findings
To understand and recognize the mentality of residents in Isfahan Province, they were first given two groups of question items to show their agreement or disagreement. For scholars of the social sciences, five items indicate popular superstitions in Iranian society. Also three items were related to respondents' fatalistic beliefs (items of 6 to 8 in table 1).
Based on the results in table 1, acceptance of various beliefs in Iranian society is influenced by different reasons. Only 21.9 percent agreed with the belief "tying grass is said to be a good omen for singles to find their partner" and 79.2 percent agreed with "setting wild rue on fire removes whammy" .the research findings revealed that people of Isfahan, or Iranian society as a whole, are rather fatalist as opposed to believing in superstitious ideas. For example, 60.8 percent of the respondents believed "everybody's destiny is already predetermined" and 75.5 percent believed "some individuals are lucky". 35.8 percent of them believed that "we cannot change our fate" which is also a high ratio. To sociologists' view, this is an indication that in society lower chances of life exist and social mobility and improved economic well-being is difficult to obtain. It must be mentioned that fatalistic beliefs, specially having pre-determined fate does not seem negative in Iran and is understood in relation to God's willpower and fate. Based on the findings of table 1 , there are significant relationships among the following variables: tendency to "superstitious beliefs", "fatalistic beliefs" and "sex', "age", "education", "religiosity" ,and "monthly household expenses". As a whole, it seems that women believe in superstition more than men. The older they become, the more their tendency towards superstitious and fatalistic beliefs. Also, there is a positive relationship between high religiosity and belief in superstition. Although the results reveal that the severity of the relationship in religiosity variable is not high, the cost of living shows that lower strata in society hold more superstitious and fatalistic beliefs, except " they do not study fortunetelling publications," which is a hobby for high-level citizens "Education" variable has a negative effect on superstitious beliefs. The findings show that this variable is more effective than other variables. In fact, it can be said that in Iranian society, the most effective factor on decrease of beliefs in superstitious ideas is higher education.
The respondents were asked whether or not they know of any belief without reason or any logical reasoning which can be said to be superstitious in itself, among their parents and their sub-province of residence. It is seen in the responses that the more they move towards their parents and sub-province ,the more their judgment will become negative. As it is seen in table 2 , 48.86 percent of the respondents announced that they have superstitious beliefs, whereas 69.64 percent declared they know some superstitious beliefs among their parents .This ratio is more for the sub-province(87.24 percent). Since individuals have more clear and positive judgments about themselves than others, this difference is very obvious. It is important to notice that superstitious beliefs for respondents are not necessarily an annoying problem. In fact, although respondents resist against the label of superstitious, they accept their superstitious beliefs. Also, the ratio of 87.24 percent of respondents' beliefs in superstition in the sub-province bespeaks of an emotional distance between individual and society. It can be observed that individuals and society each hold different attitudes with regard to superstitions through superstitious beliefs of respondents about themselves, their parents and the sub-province. it is as follows: 3573 for the self, 5839 for parents and 7880 for the residential sub-province. These data was codified and then categorized. the results are presented in table 3.
In relation to respondents' and parents' beliefs, apart from the ratios and percentages, the first three items are classified in the personal level whereas when the individual thinks about the superstitious beliefs in the sub-province , s/he considers group ceremonies and common values rather than personal beliefs. It is interesting that 22.4 percent of beliefs in the residential sub-province were just emotional reactions. In fact, the respondent believes in the superstitious beliefs in the sub-province but s/he cannot remember immediately and pretends that "it is not in my mind". It may be related to the weak outcomes of group unity caused by social changes in which most people believe in superstitious beliefs in their environment which is under its effect. This also presents a vague image of the society in which they live. It is noticeable that religious beliefs in a religious and traditional society are a factor in social unity and there are no challenges about it as is shown in tables 4. In relation with present beliefs in different levels, the important point is the variety of the beliefs both in numbers and in subjects. About 343 superstitious beliefs were gathered in which 527 are about parents and 427 about subprovince. These variety and excess in these beliefs are very interesting and considerable both from humanistic and sociological views. They can be observed in table 4 one by one and without any classifications. Since they were a lot, those about one percent or less are categorized in "etc." item. One of the Iranian's common beliefs is that when sneezing during any kind of activity or at the beginning of it, one must slow down and waits for a while. 10.4 percent of the respondents believe it is superstition. 10.4 percent of the respondents believe it is related to self-superstitious beliefs. This ratio shows the relationship between "sneezing" and "the necessity of being patient" as a cultural belief in Iran. It can be resolutely said that the first ten items for the individuals and parents are Iranian cultural beliefs in the way that if they do not believe in, they try to prevent an opposite action. As an example, if they do not believe in "sweeping at night" or "cutting nails at night" as an unlucky action, they try to prevent doing them at night.
One of the reasons in the importance of the data in table 4 and their acceptance as Iranian's common beliefs is the kind of open questions for the respondents in which they could answer freely. Therefore, the answers were various and a lot. The importance of the ratio and issues in the table is that 5.1 percent of respondents believe in "setting fire on wild rue" as a superstitious belief when the question is open but it reaches to 79.2 percent (in table 1) when the question is closed. In fact, the one or two percentage in table 4 is very important.
In relation to superstitious beliefs in the sub-province, it can be seen that some religious rituals or marriage ceremonies and some beliefs such as fortunetelling and augury are introduced as superstitious beliefs in the subprovince. Apart from these, the mentioned items for sub-province are related to group ceremonies and conventions. Some beliefs related to body organs, unluckiness of doing something in specific days, setting fire on wild rue and whammy are in the lower level. Religious beliefs in the self and parents are less classified in superstitious beliefs and they are related to popular religious ceremonies in the sub-province. The other reason can be related to the difference in the individuals' rethinking as the result of higher education and other social and background variables which give personal characteristic to their religiosity. Here, individuals rethink about some religious ceremonies in common religiosity domain and act selectively. Therefore , self-mutilation, to flagellate with a chain and to strike with a sword, picking up the flag , picking up the palm and the related items in mourning ceremonies are classified in superstitious beliefs although most clergymen are against them.
Conclusion
Many scholars, as discussed earlier, have mentioned to unstable, unsafe, and ambiguous conditions as of the main reasons for individuals' tendencies toward the superstitions. In fact, societies, in order to make the environment, outer conditions, and sense of control in individuals predictable has made up a group of beliefs to change the situations to more stable and calmer one in the shadow of these beliefs.
Beliefs such as "being patient after sneezing", "considering some special activities ominous in some special days", and "smoking wild rue to remove evil eye" try to disambiguate the conditions and make the future more predictable for individuals. Additionally, believing in evil eye is a mechanism to give meaning to events and their negative results. Believing in evil eye convinces the individuals that he/she has no control over conditions, so they should not blame themselves for being faulty. This mechanism could have positive effect on individuals' mental health in stressful and disastrous situations.
Another case relating to the superstition is that of class changes in the society in major scale currently taking place in the society. New generations, generally, have inertia against the values and attitudes of the former generation; a part of this inertia is because of considering these beliefs, values and rituals as superstitious. Results of table 1 indicated that "education" is the most effective factor in individuals' tendencies toward the superstitions. Academic education has the most effective influence on individuals' attitudes and their re-socialization. Expanding the higher education in Iran as one of the modernization processes along with the new mass media has exposed Iranians to the waves of globalization. In such a situation, as Durkheim puts it, the society is passing from mechanical solidarity to organic solidarity during which the speed of value alteration has accelerated and individualism is taking over. The influence of strengthening of individualism is observable in individuals' avoidance from attending the rituals held and prevalent in their residences (table 4) .
In recent decades in Iran, with the acceleration of modernization, the process of public values has also accelerated accordingly. It seems that Iranian society is trying to handle a new and appropriate combination of Tradition and Modernity. However this process of conflation has imposed lot of tensions and pressures onto the society. It is natural that with the changes available the public understanding of superstitions will change; and under the influence of individualism in society collective and traditional rituals will be weakened.
